La Mandragola, originally titled Commedia di Callimaco e Lucrezia (dates vary from 1504 to 1518), was À rst represented in front of a few friends at the Oricellari Gardens in Florence. Machiavelli's framework for the play provided a very effective contrast between the moral degradation with the breakdown of law and order at the time it was written and the humorous, satirical outcome of the commedia. Both spectators and actors immediately requested that it be staged in theaters throughout Italy, from Florence to Rome, Modena, and Venice. The enormous success in Rome (1520) and Venice (1522 Venice ( , 1523 Venice ( , and 1526 rewarded Machiavelli handsomely, and Machiavelli as playwright also won the praise of critics for his mordant depiction of Florentine mores. The simple plot and its more complex message had much to do with the play's success. Set in Florence in 1504, it is the story of the two people mentioned in the original title: Callimaco returns from Paris where he has spent more than 20 years to escape the constant state of war in the Italian provinces, lured back to his native Florence by the renowned beauty of a gentil donna, Lucrezia. On setting his eyes upon her, he falls desperately in love, determined to possess her at all costs and whisk her away from a much older, foolish husband (Messer Nicia). Callimaco conÀ des his passion to his servant Siro, who already knows his master's inclinations and the motive for his return to Florence, all made clear in Scene 1 of Act 1.
Callimaco is impatient and needs to fulÀ ll his sexual desire. He and his servant come up with a scheme to fool Nicia with the complicity of Ligurio, a parasitical human being and proÁ igate glutton who is easily corruptible with food and money. When Callimaco learns that Nicia wants an heir but for six years efforts in the bedroom have not provided the desired results, he poses as a famous physician and convinces the naïve husband that to impregnate his wife she must drink an extraction from the root of the mandrake thus unleashing the ruse. Callimaco lies to Nicia telling him that there is one "little" problem, a secondary effect that provokes the death of the person who inseminates his wife. The only way out is to À nd a surrogate, a poor soul who is willing to spend a night with Lucrezia without being told of the drink's aftereffect. It goes without saying that the intended 'victim' will be Callimaco himself, posing as a poor wretch. For the hoax to work Lucrezia's unwitting cooperation is needed. With the assistance of a corrupt friar (Fra' Timoteo), Callimaco, Ligurio, and Nicia now need to convince Lucrezia to lie in bed with the stranger, a derelict supposedly picked at random in the market place. The naïve Nicia also enlists the help of Sostrata,
